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(54) Method and apparatus for manufacturing light metal alloy 



(57) An injection molding system for a metal alloy 
includes a feeder in which the metal alloy is melted and 
a barrel in which the liquid metal alloy is converted into 
a thixotropic state. An accumulation chamber draws in 
the metal alloy in the thixotropic state through a valve 
disposed in an opening between the barrel and the ac- 
cumulation chamber. The valve selectively opens and 
closes the opening in response to a pressure differential 
between the accumulation chamber and the barrel. After 



the metal alloy in the thixotropic state is drawn in, it is 
injected through an exit port provided on the accumula- 
tion chamber. The exit port has a variable heating device 
disposed around it. This heating device cycles the tem- 
perature near the exit port between an upper limit and 
a lower limit: The temperature is cycled to an upper limit 
when the metal alloy in the thixotropic state is inject d 
and to a lower limit when the metal alloy in the thixotropic 
state is drawn into the accumulation chamber from the 
barrel. 
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D cription 

Background of the Invention 

1 . Field of the Invention 

The invention relates to a method and apparatus for manufacturing metal alloys, more particularly to a method 
and apparatus for manufacturing a light metal alloy by the process of injection molding the metal alloy when it is in a 
thixotropic (semi-solid) state. 

2. Description of the Related Art 

One conventional method used to produce molds of metal alloys is the die cast method. The die cast method is 
disclosed in U.S. Patents 3,902,544 and 3.936,298, both of which are incorporated by reference herein. The die cast 
method uses liquid metal alloys during casting and as a consequence, metal alloys produced from this method have 
low densities. Metal alloys having low densities are not desirable because of their lower mechanical strength, higher 
porosity and larger micro shrinkage. It is thus difficult to accurately dimension molded metal alloys, and once dimen- 
sioned, to maintain their shapes. Moreover metal alloys produced from die casting have difficulty in reducing the 
resilient stresses developed therein. 

The thixotropic method improves upon the die casting method by injection molding a metal alloy from its thixotropic 
(semi-solid) state rather than die casting it from its liquid state. The result is a metal alloy which has a higher density 
than one produced from the die casting method. 

A method and apparatus for manufacturing a metal alloy from its thixotropic state is disclosed in U.S. Patent 
5,040,589, which is incorporated by reference herein. A method of converting a metal alloy into a thixotropic state by 
controlled heating is disclosed in U.S. Patents 4,694,881 and 4,694,882, both of which are incorporated by reference 
herein. 

The system disclosed in U.S. Patent 5,040,589 is an in-line system, in which the conversion of the metal alloy into 
a thixotropic state and the pressurizing of the same for the purposes of injection molding is carried out within a single 
cylindrical housing. With such a system, it is difficult to control the molding conditions, /.a, temperature, pressure, time, 
etc., and as a result, metal alloys of inconsistent characteristics are produced. 

Moreover, the system of U.S. Patent 5,040,589 requires that the metal alloy supplied to the feeder be in pellet 
form. As a consequence, if a mold of undesired characteristics are produced by its system, recycling of the defective 
molds is not possible unless the defective molds are recast in pellet form. 

An improved system for manufacturing light alloy metals, which is capable of accurately producing molded metal 
alloys of specified dimensions within a narrow density tolerance, is desired. Further, a production process for light alloy 
metals which can consistently produce molded metal alloys of desired characteristics, and which can easily accom- 
modate recycling of defective molds would represent a substantial advance in this art. 

Summary of the Invention 

An object of the invention is to provide a method and apparatus for producing metal alloys through injection molding. 

Another object of the invention is to provide an improved injection molding system for metal alloys which is capable 
of producing molded metal alloys of accurate dimensions within a narrow density tolerance. 

Still another object of the invention is to provide an injection molding system for light alloy metals which is capable 
of producing light alloy metals of desired characteristics in a consistent manner. 

Still another object of the invention is to provide an injection molding system for light alloy metals which accom- 
modates recycling of defective molds easily. 

y These and other objects are accomplished by an improved injection molding system for metal alloys in which the 
steps of melting the metal alloy, converting the metal alloy into a thixotropic state, and injecting the metal alloy in the 
thixotropic state into a mold are carried out at physically separate locations. 

The improved system comprises a feeder in which the metal alloy is melted and a barrel in which the liquid metal 
alloy is converted into a thixotropic state. An accumulation chamber draws in the metal alloy in the thixotropic state 
through a valve disposed in an opening between the barrel and the accumulation chamber The valve selectively opens 
and closes the opening in response to a pressure differential between th accumulation chamber and the barrel. 

After the metal alloy in the thixotropic state is drawn in. it is injected through an exit port provided on the accumu- 
lation chamber. The exit port has a variable heating device disposed around it. This heating device cycles the temper- 
ature near the exit port between an upper limit and a low r limit. The temperature is cycled to an upper limit when the 
metal alloy in the thixotropic state is injected and to a lower limit when the metal alloy in the thixotropic state is drawn 
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into the accumulation chamber from the barrel. 

A piston-cylinder assembly supplies the accumulation chamber with the pressure nec ssary to inject the metal 
alloy in the thixotropic state and with the suction necessary to draw in the metal alloy in the thixotropic state from the 
barrel. 

Additional objects and advantages of the invention will be set forth in the description which follows. The objects 
and advantages of the invention may be realized and obtained by means of instrumentalities and combinations par- 
ticularly pointed out in the appended claims. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

The invention is described in detail herein with reference to the drawings in which: 

Figure 1 is a schematic illustration of a side view of the injection molding system according to a first embodiment 
of the invention; 

Figures 2A and 2B illustrates the two positions of a ball valve used in the injection molding system of the invention; 
Figure 3 is a schematic illustration of a top view of the injection molding system according to a second embodiment 
of the invention; 

Figure 4 is a block diagram of an exemplary control circuit for the heating elements of the injection molding system 
according to the invention: and 

Figure 5 shows characteristic curves, corresponding to three solid/liquid ratios, achievable by the control circuit of 
Figure 4. 

Detailed Description of the Preferred Embodiments 

In the discussion of the preferred embodiment which follows, a metal alloy is produced by injection molding from 
a magnesium (Mg) alloy ingot. The invention is not limited to a Mg alloy and is equally applicable to other types of 
metal alloys. Further specific temperature and temperature ranges cited in the description of the preferred embodiment 
are applicable only to a system producing a Mg alloy, but could readily be modified in accordance with the principl s 
of the invention by those skilled in the art in order to accommodate other alloys. For example, a Zinc alloy becomes 
thixotropic at about 380°C^20°C. 

Figure 1 illustrates an injection molding system 10 according to a first embodiment of the invention. The syst m 
10 has four substantially cylindrical sections - a feeder 20, a barrel 30, a cylinder 40, and an accumulation chamb r 
50. A metal alloy, e.g., Mg alloy, is supplied to the feeder 20. The feeder 20 is provided with a mixer 22 and a heating 
element 25 disposed around its outer periphery. The heating element 25 may be of any conventional type and operates 
to maintain the feeder 20 at a temperature high enough to keep the metal alloy supplied through the feeder 20 in a 
liquid state. For a Mg ingot, this temperature would be about 600°C or greater. The mixer 22 is driven by a stirrer motor 
23 for the purposes of evenly distributing the heat from the heating element 25 to the metal alloy supplied to the feeder 

The liquid metal alloy is subsequently supplied to the barrel 30 by way of gravity through an opening 27 which may 
optionally be supplied with a valve serving as a stopper (not shown). The barrel 30 has a plurality of heating elements 
70a-e disposed along the length of the barrel 30. The heating elements 70a-e maintain the barrel at temperatures at 
and slightly below the melting point of the liquid metal alloy supplied from the feeder 20. For an injection molding system 
1 0 designed for a Mg ingot, heating pairs 70a and 70b would be maintained at a temperature of about 600°C; a heating 
pair 70c would be maintained at a temperature of about 580°C: and heating pairs 70d and 70e would be maintained 
at a temperature of about 550°C. Heating pairs 70a - 70e induce a thermal slope to the metal alloy flowing through the 
barrel 30. The purpose of the thermal slope is to convert liquid metal alloy entering the barrel 30 into a metal alloy in 
the thixotropic state at the exit of the barrel 30. 

' The barrel 30 also has a physical slope or an inclination. The inclination, preferably between 30° and 90°, is 
necessary to supply the metal alloy in the thixotropic state to the accumulation chamber 50 by the force of gravity. The 
barrel 30 is also provided with a mixer 32 which is driven by a stirrer motor 33. The mixer 32 is provided to assure that 
the ratio of solid and liquid is consistent throughout the metal alloy in the thixotropic state. Plural mixing blades attached 
to the rotating shaft may of course be used. 

The metal alloy in the thixotropic state exits the barrel 30 into an accumulation chamber 50 through a ball valve 
60. The ball valve 60 operates in response to a pressure differential between the accumulation chamber 50 and th 
barrel 30. The pressure within th barrel 30 remains som what constant, but the pressure within the accumulation 
chamber 50 is determined by the position of a piston 45 disposed in the cylinder 40. When the piston 45 is displac d 
inwardly, the pressure in the accumulation chamb r 50 incr ases (and becomes higher than that of the barrel 30) and 
the ball valve 60 clos s ff an opening 37 between the barr I 30 and the accumulation chamber 50. When the piston 
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45 is displaced outwardly, the pressure in the accumulation chamber 50 decreases and is lower than that of the barrel 
30. and the ball valve 60 opens. A seal 41 e.g.. an O-ring, is provided at the outer periphery of the piston 45 to maintain 
the pressure within the accumulation chamber 50 and to prevent leakage of metal alloy in the thixotropic state drawn 
into the accumulation chamber 50. wn 
. th I h K S 0 Peration° f , hebal , valve 60 is shown in greater detail in Figures 2A and 2B. Figure 2A shows the position 
of the ball valve 60 when the P .ston 45 is displaced outwardly. In this case, the opening 37 between the barrel 30 and 
the accumulation chamber 50 is opened as the ball element 65 of the ball valve 60 moves away from the openinq 37 
A ball valve stop 62 is provided to confine the ball valve movement away from the opening 37. On the other hand 
when the piston 45 is displaced inwardly as shown in Figure 2B. the pressure inside the accumulation chamber 50 
increases and the ball element 65 of the ball valve 60 is forced to lodge up against the opening 37 and thereoTc^e 

off fluid communication between the barrel 30 and the accumulation chamber 50 ereoyciose 
In a slightly different embodiment, the ball valve 60 may be provided with a biasing element, e g a sprinq In such 

a case, the ball element 65 may be biased towards either the open or the closed position. It is preferable to provide 

such a biasing element in larger injection molding systems for producing metal alloys 

In still another slightly different embodiment, the ball valve60 may be electronically controlled, in which the openinq 

and closing of the ball valve would be synchronized with the displacement motion of the piston 45 

As shown in Figure 1 . heating elements 70f - 70i and heating element 80 are also provided along the lengths of 

the cylinder 40 and the accumulation chamber 50. Heating elements referenced and prefixed by the numeral 70 are 

resistance heating elements. In the preferred embodiment of the injection molding system for producing a Mg alloy 

heating pairs 70f-70. are preferably maintained at temperatures of 550-570»C in order to maintain the metal altoy in a 

semi~solid state. 

The heating element 80 is an induction coil heater and is used to cycle the temperature at an exit port 57 of the 
accumulation chamber 50 between temperatures 550'C and 580'C. One cycle is approximately 30 seconds to one 
minute. As the temperature at the exit port 57 is cycled, the characteristic of the metal alloy in the thixotropic state near 
he exit port 57 is varied. For example, the exit port 57 at a temperature of 550»C would cause the metal alloy in the 
hixotropic state to have a higher solid to liquid ratio compared with the situation in which the exit port 57 is at a 
temperature of 580°C. 

The purpose of raising the solid to liquid ratio of the metal alloy in the thixotropic state at the exit port 57 durinq 
he outward stroke of the piston 45 is to solidify the metal alloy in the thixotropic state near the exit port 57 sufficiently 
to .function as a plug for the accumulation chamber 50. During the inward stroke of piston 45. the temperature at the 
exit port 57 cycled to a higher temperature (e.g., 580«C) so that the metal alloy. in the thixotropic state at the exit port 
57 will take on a characteristic with a lower solid/liquid ratio and thereby allow the metal alloy in the thixotropic sU*e 
to be easily injected through the exit port 57. 

m J h6 , !? ieCti T ? the m6tal a "° y in ,hS ,hixotr °P ic state is m ade »he exit port 57 into a mold (not shown) 

Molds of desired characteristics are retained and molds of undesired characteristics are recycled to the feeder 20 The 
- defective molds (e.g.. density of mold outside a predetermined range, surface blemish, etc.) are recycled "as is" and 

Z™<!1«\T T T, 6d i ? t °u ny PartiCU ' ar Shape ' Si " Ce the system accordin 9 to ,he invention ™lts the metal alloy 
supplied thereto before further processing. 

The control of the heating elements 70. the cycling of the induction coil heating element 80. and the timing of the 

piston stroke are implemented electronically based on the following. The heating elements 70 are resistance heating 

e ements. Electric current is supplied through the heating elements 70 sufficiently to maintain the heating elements 70 

a their desired temperatures. The cycling of the induction coil heating element 80 is synchronized with the piston 

stroke. An outward piston stroke should be synchronized with the lower temperature and an inward piston stroke should 

be synchronized with the upper temperature. The control of the piston stroke is accomplished in a conventional manner 

metal Y 9 6 QIVeS re P resentative dimensions for a large, medium and small injection molding systems for 



so 



ss 



System Size 


Barrel 30 


Cylinder 40 


Chamber 50 


Port 57 


Large 


d:60 


d:52 


d:52 


d:12 




1:120 


1:1500 


1:1500 




Medium 


d:50 


d:36 


d:36 


d:10 




1:110 


1:700 


1:700 




Small 


d:40 


d:32 


d:32 


d:10 




1:100 


1:700 


1:700 





The dimensions giv n in the above table are ex mplary and are provided to give guidance on how scaling for large. 
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medium and small systems should be carried out. In the table, d indicates the inside diameter and 1 indicates the 
length. All dimensions are in millimeters (mm). 

Figure 3 is a top view illustration of a second embodiment of the injection molding system of the present invention. 
This embodiment is identical to the first embodiment except for the barrel 30. The barrel 30 in Figure 3 is positioned 
horizontally with respect to the cylinder 40 and the accumulations chamber 50. Since gravity no longer supplies the 
force necessary to advance the metal alloy in the thixotropic state flowing in the barrel 30, a plurality of screw elements 

34 driven by the motor 33 is provided. The screw elements 34 advance the metal alloy in the thixotropic state to 
accumulate near the opening 37 adjacent to the ball valve 60. The mixer 32 is provided on the same shaft 35 which 
rotates the screw elements 34. (In Figure 3, the shaft 35 is shown to be separated by the feeder 20, because the shaft 

35 runs underneath the feeder 20.) Therefore, the motor 33 operates to power both the screw elements 34 and the 
mixer 32. Other features of this embodiment are identical to the first embodiment. 

Both the first and second embodiments may also have a pressure device attached to the barrel 30 to slightly 
pressurize the barrel. Such pressure is much less than the pressure used in the cylinder 40 and the accumulation 
chamber 50. 

In all of the embodiments of the invention it is desired to have a temperature gradient between the portion of the 
barrel 30 in which the metal alloy enters the barrel 30 and the portion of the opening 37 where the metal alloy in the 
thixotropic state exits the barrel 30. The temperature gradient is necessary in order to produce the metal alloy in the 
thixotropic state. An exemplary manner of producing the temperature gradient is shown in Figures 4 and 5. As seen 
in Figure A. the control apparatus includes a control device 100 and a power supply circuit 102. The power supply 
circuit is connected to each of the heating element pairs 70a - 70i and supplies different currents for the resistive 
heaters. Thus, a larger current (or a current supplied for a longer time, or a combination of current value and time) 
supplied from the power supply to a particular heating element or pair, say pair 70a, results in a larger heating effect 
in the resistive heater pair. 

Each of the heating pairs 70a - 70e heats a respective localized zone in the barrel 30. By controlling the current 
(and/or time) supplied to the heating pairs 70a - 70e, the amount of heat in each zone of the barrel 30 adjacent the 
respective heating pair may be controlled. While only five heating pairs 70a- 70e are shown provided for the barrel 30, 
the barrel 30 is preferably equipped with between seven to ten separately controllable heating zones, each correspond- 
ing to a separately controllable heating pair. 

Preferably, the control device is programmable so that the desired solid/liquid ratio characteristic Ri, R2, R3 of 
the metal alloy in the thixotropic state may be achieved as seen in Figure 5. Control device 100 may, for example, 
comprise a microprocessor (with an associated input device such as a keyboard, not shown) which may be easily and 
quickly reprogrammed to changed the resultant solid/liquid ratio depending on the type of finished mold product desired. 
Figure 5 shows three characteristic curves for three different values, R1, R2, and R3 of the solid/liquid ratio. The 
abscissa of the graph in Figure 5 is labeled "a, b, ... e" corresponding to the position of the respective heating pairs 
70a, 70b 70e in Figures 1 and 3. The ordinate of Figure 5 represents the varying temperature range which may be 
employed. It should be appreciated that all values of the temperature used for the heating pairs 70a, 70b... 70e are 
within the range of 550°C to 580°C necessary to maintain the metal alloy in its thixotropic state. Further, it will be noted 
that the values of the temperature associated with the position of heating pair 70a are approximately the same (580°C) 
for all the curves since these values are near the value of the metal alloy as it enter the barrel 30 from the feeder 20. 
By selecting a ratio R1, as contrasted with R3, one may achieve a larger solid/liquid ratio and thus achieve a more 
dense resultant metal alloy in the thixotropic state and a more dense molded product. The heating element pairs 70f- 
70i are all typically controlled to have a temperature equal to the temperature of the heating pair 70e, i.e., there is no 
temperature gradient between heating pairs 70f-70i. 

Figure 4 also shows the use of position detecting devices used with an electrically actuated valve 104 which may 
be used instead of the ball valve 60. The electrically actuated valve 104 has two positions, one permitting communi- 
cation between the barrel 30 and accumulation chamber 50 and the other blocking such communication. The valve is 
controlled by the power supply circuit as shown by the dotted line 106. Two limit switches S1 and S2 are used to open 
arid close valve 104. These limit switches are shown implemented in the form of two photodetectors 108 and 110 and 
associated light sources 112 and 114 (i.e., photodiodes). Detector 108 provides an output signal along line 116 to the 
control device 100 whenever the light beam from the source 112 is interrupted by the piston 45 moving outwardly (to 
the right in Figures 1 and 3) and thus acts as a first switch S1 . In response to this signal the control valve 1 04 is opened 
permitting the metal alloy in the thixotropic state to enter the accumulation chamber 50 from the barrel 30. Also, this 
same signal may be used to direct the power supply circuit to cool down the induction coil heating element 80 to a 
relatively low temperature (550°C) thus permitting the solid/liquid ratio of the metal alloy in th thixotropic state which 
is adjacent the exit port 57 to increase and thus form a plug. 

When the piston 45 reaches its outermost position as shown by the dotted lines 45' in Figures 1 and 3, the second 
limit switch (light source 114 and photodetector 110) is actuated for delivering a signal along line 118 to the control 
device 100 thus acting as a second switch S2 (e.g.. see Figure 4). In response to this signal, the control device 100 
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directs th power supply circuit 1 02 to close valve 1 04 and to raise the temperatur of the induction coil heating element 
80 to thereby lower the solid/liquid ratio of the metal alloy in the thixotropic state in the region of the exit port 57 and 
unplug the exit port 57 to permit injection to take place upon the inward movement of the piston 45. 

In the above described manner, the gradient temperature may be selectively controlled, and the induction coil 
heating element 80 may be controlled in synchronism with the movement of the piston 45. Moreover, in the case of an 
electronically actuated valve, the valve opening and closing may also be controlled in synchronism with the movement 
of the piston 45. 

While particular embodiments according to the invention have been illustrated and described above, it will be clear 
that the invention can take a variety of forms and embodiments within the scope of the appended claims. For example, 
the photodetectors and light sources may be replaced by mechanical micro-switches, or the position of the piston 45 
may be inferred by measuring pressure changes within the accumulation chamber 50. Alternatively, an encoder (e.g. 
photo-encoder) may be used to detect the position of the shaft 45. 



Claims 

1. A method of injection molding a metal alloy comprising the steps of: 

(a) drawing into a chamber said metal alloy in a thixotropic state: and 

(b) injecting said metal alloy in the thixotropic state from said chamber into a mold. 

2. A method of injection molding a metal alloy as recited in claim 1 . further comprising the step of: 

(c) cycling the temperature of a heating device disposed near a port in said chamber through which said 
metal alloy in the thixotropic state is injected, said cycling being synchronized with steps (a) and (b). 

3. A method of injection molding a metal alloy as recited in claim 2, wherein during step (a), the temperature of the 
heating device is cycled to a lower value and during step (b), the temperature of the heating device is cycled to 
an upper value. 

4. A method of injection molding a metal alloy as recited in any one of preceding claims, further comprising, before 
step (a), the steps of: 

supplying and belting the metal alloy into a liquid state: and 
cooling the metal alloy in the liquid state into the thixotropic state. 

5. An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy, comprising: 

an accumulation chamber which stores therein the metal alloy in a thixotropic state, said chamber having an 
exit port through which the metal alloy in the thixotropic state is injected; 

a variable heating device disposed near the exit port, said heating device cycling the temperature near the 
exit port between an upper value and a lower value, the temperature near the exit port being cycled to the 
upper value when the metal alloy in the thixotropic state is injected. 

6. An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy as recited in claim 5, wherein said heating device is an 
induction heating coil. 

7. An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy as recited in claim 5 or 6, further comprising a piston- 
s cylinder assembly which supplies said accumulation chamber with pressure for injecting the metal alloy in the 

thixotropic state. 

8. An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy as recited in any one of claims 5 through 7, further com- 
prising: 

a barrel which feeds said accumulation chamber with the metal alloy in the thixotropic state; and 

a valve disposed in an opening b tween said barrel and said accumulation chamber, said valve selectively 

opening and closing said opening in response to a operation of said piston-cylinder assembly. 

9. An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy as recited in claim 7 or 8, wherein said piston-cylinder 
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assembly comprises a piston and a cylinder, wherein movement of said piston outwardly from said cylinder draws 
said metal alloy in the thixotropic state into said accumulation chamber from said barrel, and movement of said 
piston inwardly into said cylinder injects said metal alloy in the thixotropic state from said accumulation chamber 
into a mold. 

5 

TO. An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy as recited in claim 8 or 9, wherein said valve is electronically 
controlled and said system further comprises means for detecting the position of said piston and for controlling 
said electronically controlled valve in response thereto. 

w 11 . An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy as recited in any one of claims 5 throgh 1 0 further comprising 
means for controlling said variable heating device in response to said detector means. 

1 2. An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy as recited in claim 1 3 wherein said variable heating device 
is controlled to cycle to said upper value when said detecting means detects a first predetermined position of said 

'5 piston corresponding to said piston extending maximally from said cylinder to thereby permit injection of said metal 

alloy in said thixotropic state, and is controlled to cycle to said lower value when said detecting means detects a 
second predetermined position of said piston corresponding to said piston extending minimally from said cylinder 
to thereby permit said metal alloy in said thixotropic state to form a plug in said exit port of said accumulation 
chamber. 

20 

13. An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy as recited in claim 5 throgh 12 further comprising: 
means for detecting the position of said piston: and 

means for controlling said variable heating device in response to said detector means. 

14. An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy as recited in any one of claims 5 through 13 wherein said 
variable heating device is controlled to cycle to said upper value when said detecting means detects a first prede- 
termined position of said piston corresponding to said piston extending maximally from said cylinder to thereby 
permit injection of said metal alloy in said thixotropic state, and is controlled to cycle to said lower value when said 
detecting means detects a second predetermined position of said piston corresponding to said piston extending 
minimally from said cylinder to thereby permit said metal alloy in said thixotropic state to form a plug in said exit 
port of said accumulation chamber. 

15. An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy, comprising: 

an accumulation chamber which stores therein the metal alloy in a thixotropic state, said chamber having an 
exit port through which the metal alloy in the thixotropic state is injected: 

a barrel which feeds said accumulation chamber with the metal alloy in the thixotropic state: and 
a valve disposed in an opening between said barrel and said accumulation chamber, said valve selectively 
opening and closing said opening in response to a pressure differential between said accumulation chamber 
and said barret. 

16. An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy as recited in claim 1 5, further comprising a piston -cylinder 
assembly which supplies said accumulation chamber with pressure for injecting the metal alloy in the thixotropic 

45 state. 

17. An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy as recited in claim 15 or 16, wherein said valve is a ball 
■ y valve. 

so 18. An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy, comprising: 

an accumulation chamber which stores therein the metal alloy in a thixotropic state, said chamber having an 
exit port through which the metal alloy in the thixotropic state is injected: 

a barrel which feeds said accumulation chamber with the metal alloy in the thixotropic state, said barrel posi- 
55 tioned to gravity fe d said metal alloy to said accumulation chamber: 

a piston-cylinder assembly having a piston and a cylinder wherein movement of said piston outwardly from 
said cylinder draws said m tat alloy in the thixotropic state into said accumulation chamber from said barrel, 
and movement of said piston inwardly into said cylinder injects said metal alloy in the thixotropic state from 
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said accumulation chamber into a mold: and 

a valve disposed in an opening between said barrel and said accumulation chamb r said valve selectively 
opening and closing said opening in response to a one of (a) a pressure differential between said accumulation 
chamber and said barrel caused by movement of said piston, and (b) movement of said piston. 

19. An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy as recited in claim 18 wherein said barrel is positioned at 
an angle of between 30 and 90 degrees relative a horizontal direction, and said accumulation chamber has a 
longitudinal axis oriented in a horizontal direction. 

20. An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy, comprising: 

an accumulation chamber which stores therein the metal alloy in a thixotropic state, said chamber having an 
exit port through which the metal alloy in the thixotropic state is injected: and 

a barrel which feeds said accumulation chamber with the metal alloy in the thixotropic state, said barrel posi- 
tioned to gravity feed said metal alloy to said accumulation chamber. 

21. An injection molding system for producing a metal alloy as recited in claim 20 wherein said barrel is positioned at 
an angle of between 30 and 90 degrees relative a horizontal direction, and said accumulation chamber has a 
longitudinal axis oriented in a horizontal direction. 

22. A method of injection molding a metal alloy comprising the steps of: 

(a) producing said metal alloy in a thixotropic state in a first chamber: 

(b) gravity feeding said metal alloy in the thixotropic state from said first chamber to an injection chamber: and 

(c) injecting said metal alloy in the thixotropic state from said injection chamber into a mold. 

23. A method of injection molding a metal alloy as recited in claim 22, further comprising the steps of: 

supplying said metal alloy into a feeder and melting said metal alloy therein prior to said step (a): and 
supplying the melted metal alloy to said first chamber. 

24. A method of injection molding a metal alloy as recited in claim 22 or 23, further comprising the step of: 

(d) recycling a^defective mold by supplying the defective mold into the feeder. 
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(57) An injection molding system (10) for a metal al- 
loy includes a feeder (20) in which the metal alloy is melt- 
ed and a barrel (30) in which the liquid metal alloy is 
converted into a thixotropic state. An accumulation 
chamber draws in the metal alloy in the thixotropic state 
through a valve disposed in an opening between the 
barrel (30) and the accumulation chamber (50). The 
valve selectively opens and closes the opening in re- 
sponse to a pressure differential between the accumu- 
lation chamber (50) and the barrel (30). After the metal 



alloy in the thixotropic state is drawn in, it is injected 
through an exit port provided on the accumulation cham- 
ber. The exit port has a variable heating device (25) dis- 
posed around it. This heating device cycles the temper- 
ature near the exit port between an upper limit and a 
lower limit. The temperature is cycled to an upper limit 
when the metal alloy in the thixotropic state is inject d 
and to a lower limit when the metal alloy in the thixotropic 
state is drawn into the accumulation chamber from the 
barrel. 
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